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"THI'F\’UPPAVAI’

' - OR
HYMNS TO THE BEAUTEDUS GRACE

INTRODUCTION

1. The Poetess

The thirty hymns here presented are known as “Thiruppavai” or “Hymns
to the Beauteous Grace.” They weie composed by a great Tamil Poetess,
Bri Andal of Sri VilliPuttur, a small town i Tinnevelly district- She was one of
the twelve Tamil Vaishnava Singers popularly known as the Alwars, and was
herself the pet and adopted daughter of - Peri-Alwar or the Great Saint. Born of a
poetic race whose inheritance was divine wisdom,—pure and undefiled,—and
trained from her girlhbod towards saintly discipleship by her erudite father, Sri
Andal vowed that she would wed none other than Lord Vishnu. In a poem
addressed to the Lord of Love or Kamadeva, she says “If to any human being
- thou wouldst speak of wedding. me, cease would I to live.” Sri Andal has
contributed one hundred and seventy three verses to the Sacred collection of all the
Alwars known as ¢'Nalayira-Divya-Prabandam” or “the Golden Treasury of Four-
thousand.”  Her other work, besides “Thiruppavai” is styled as “Nachiyar
Thirumoli or the Bridal Queen’s Beautiful Utterances.”

2. God. the Eternal Bride-groom

The Lord can be approached in a spirit of passionate love and utter self-
dedication. He is viewed as the Eternal Bride-groom or ‘“Nithya-Manavalan”
and the human soul, as the “Bride-elect” or the “Bride-in-waiting.” The Alwars
have sung of the Lord, assuming in their poetic fashion. a maidenly guise. The
poetic justification for this assumption of femininity is that the Lord is so
powerful in His masculine might that human strength is nothing but womanliness
before His Splendour. While all the other Alwars are masculine by birth,
Sri Andal, alone among them wasa woman, and could natarally and fittingly
adopt the tone and the gaib of the biidal queen. While all the other Alwars
waited for the Lord to come and wake them up, Sri Andal chose to go out in
the company of other damsels of her own fiame of mind in quest of the Lord, so
that all might bathe in His Divine grace. Hers is not a selfish and narrow Heaven
whose doors are open only to austere pilgrims of penance,-— but a boundless,
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expansive Paradise where service to the Liord and His devotees betokens endless
pleasure, and where companionship in such service increases the rapture
" a thousandfold- And what a jest does Sri Andal practise! She, who was brought
up in & high brahmin family of noble learning and pedigree assumed the role and
guise of a low, simple, unlettered Cowherd lass so that she might wed Sri Krishna,
who had been brought up by cowherds, and whose rise to royalty and power did
not diminish his love for them. The “Ras-Lila” or the “Play of Love”, where .
God is the centre and circamference of this Love-episode with human souls for
His eternal partners in the dance is the theme of Thiruppavai. God’s companion-
ship with the low and the forlorn is such that it is impossible to reach Him unless
one becomes low and contrite in spirit, :

3. An Allegorical Pastoral Lyric

«Thiruppavai” may be fittingly styled as an Allegorical Pastoral Lyric. Its.
theme is the well-known one of the attainment of the Lord through sérvice to
humanity, (Bhagavatha-kainkarayam), and in this respect, may be likened to
Leigh Hunt’s famous poem, “Abou Ben Adam.” In this pastreal lyrie, Sri Andal
weaves ideas into a magic garment of peerless artistry in such a way that it is
difficuls to distinguish the woef from the warp. The simple faith of the village
peasantry and their unique festival for invoking the rains with rites, rituals, ‘and
symbols turn out in reality to be a search for the beautiful beloved Sri Krishna,
without whose grace life has no meaning.

Like a kindly light, Sri Andal leads the wondering reader who has
awakened from his slumber, at early dawn, step by step towards God’s very
throne of Dbliss—‘“Ratna-Simhasans”—from which a mere glance from His
beauteous eyes twain would dispel the cuarse of life.

It looks as though we are suddenly transpotted to the golden dge of
* Sri Krishna, and are made quite familar with the sweet sights and melting notes
of Gokulam so that we might more truly exclaim,

“Bliss was it in that great dawn fo be alive,
 When, to be young was very heaven”-

To be young and fair, and a maiden of bashful beauty and charm to captivate the

_heart of Sri Krishna—that were a thing most lovingly to be wishéd! Who would
not throw away all wealth, noble birth, and renown, and cast learning and pride
to the winds—if one could barter for these—an admission into the scciety of the
charming unlettered village belles of Brindavan. How lucky are we!
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We enter at once into Gokulam, the loveliest and richest village that eyes
have ever seen, where copious showers fall thrice a month, where lilies blue blossom
sweet, where the mottled bee slumbers soft on lotus-beds, where the rich red
paddy yields a golden harvest, where the noble milch-kine fill pots after pots with
milk in such abundance that the wayside is all miry with milk, where the larks sing
in unison as the peacocks dance and where, in short, there is nothing bus -
sweetness acd calm, and eterval beatitude- In such a village Sri Krishna was
the centre of all love-episcdes, and the cynosure of all gopis’ eyes. It was His
magic flute that cast its slumberous spell over the whole atmosphere, creating a
rapture and harmony far beyond words to describe.

4. The Ritual

Whenever the rains failed, it was the custom among the villagers to
undertake a festive vow, and invoke the blessings of the Rain-God for granting
~ them a boon of heavy down-pour so that the land might be rid of all poverty -and
gloom. Kathyayani, the Goddess whose image was worshipped on such occasions,
was supposed to shower Her grace upon Her devotees. Symbols were used during
the time of Worship, such as “the Big Drum, conches, flags, beauteous lamp, and
canopy —and these are all described in hymn 26 of Thiruppavai- Probably
the drum or “the Parai” was the most significant of them all, since it prociaimed
the advent of the festival, and brought the distant near, sending its reverberations
far and wide. This word “Parai” is used in different senses in different hymns,
and indicates not only the festive vow, and service to humanity and their
happiness which it implied, but also figuratively, the divine bliss, which is the
final object of attainment. “Parai”’—thus represents both the means and the end.
(Refer to Hymns 1, 8, 10, 16, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30.)

Similarly, the word *Pavai’—or the Beautiful image”’—after whom the
poem itself is named signifies the Magnetic Mother of Divine Grace, whose
blessings alone could make the festive Vow a success, and whose charm pervades
the musical refrain of every stanza—“El Or Empavail”—which may be
translated as—“May our Gcddess bless the vow!”. Her devotees,—and what a
sweet throng they arel—each, with a distinct individuality, —are but counterparts
of the Divine Mother, and are gracefully addressed as “Impish Girll Queen of
maids! Resplendent one! Jubilant image of beauty! Precious jewel! Darling
queen!”—enriching epithets of endearing tendernéss which sit sweetly on the
tongue, fall softly on the ears and enter charmingly the heart- The rituals do not
matter at all;—they are only a means to an end- Nor does Katyayani obtrude
herself,—She is kept in‘the back-ground, like the musical refrain itself.
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The sweetness of Sri Bhagavatham is presented to us as in a dream-picture.
The sleeping human souls are likened to the Gopis of old and they are awakened
from their sleep to enjoy divine bliss. There is no spirit of rivalry or selfishness
in seeking to obtain the Liord’s Grace- The spirit which animates the Poem is one
of selfless bliss whose value is enhanced by the commingling and participation by
all aspirants to God’s love. The greater the number of the beloved souls who
" wake up from their sleep for a journey to the ennobling River of Bliss for a bath,
the greater is the happiness derived from it.

*Immersion in the sea of the Lord of Glory
Immersion from which there is no extrication,
Ks it were identification with the very ocean”.

5, The Poem

MAIN TRENDS _ [

As the thought of the festive vow enters their minds, the Gopis find that
it is a full mcon day. and the bright moon seems to smile upon them as a good
augury for the success of their undertaking. An aspiration for divine bliss -a
keen desire to dive in the River of Bliss—is the only trait needed to join the
company of the wealthy damsels of the rich herdsmen’s village. They alone are
wealthy whose minds are tiurned towards God and are ever bent on pleasing
service to humani y- The Lord’s Grace is a foregone conclusicn—the inevitable
fruit on the top of the tree of life.

HYMN 2

The ritual to be obseived is indeed rigorous,—enjoining disciplire, but the
path of bliss is delightful, and the devotees therefore resolve to follow the straight
traditional methcd, avoiding all slander and evil from their thoughts.

. HYMN 3

The devotees, in the obseivarce of their festive vow, resolve to chant the
‘various names of Lord Purushothama while taking their holy bath so that the
rains may fall thrice a month and ircrease the ferti}ity/ and natural wealth of
the world- ‘

HYMN 4

The rain-bearing cloud is indeed an image of the dark-coloured Vishnu,—
the Primal First! Does not the lighting resemble His resplendent disc ?-—and the
thunder, His resounding conch ?——, and the vernal showers, the thick arrows
rained out of his bow, Sarnga? Unless the whole world is happy, the festivity of
a few souls would indeed be meaningless.




